This article focuses on the Monthly Film Bulletin, a magazine devoted to what is often regarded as the lowliest and most ephemeral form of film criticism: the film review. Studying the Bulletin's publication history, with a particular emphasis on the 1970s, the article challenges the dismissal of 'journalistically motivated' film criticism in academic discourse. It argues that the historical interest of the Bulletin's late period lies in its hybrid identity, a journal of record in which both accurate information and personal evaluation coexisted as values, and in which a polyphony of individual critical voices creatively worked through a routinised reviewing practice and a generic discursive format.
the development of theories of film. Theory, it was said, would introduce an attitude of self-awareness, rigor and self-criticism that were considered to be entirely absent from English film criticism, the achievements of which were, in Claire Johnston's withering estimation, 'almost primitive'.
1 Screen would 'go beyond subjective taste-ridden criticism and try to develop more systematic approaches over a wider field.' 2 Hostile to 'massively available criticism', Screen agitated for a shift in the agency producing legitimate film knowledge from cinephile magazines and the professional writers and journalists who wrote for them, to the university and educational professionals. Those of us now situated in academia are both the beneficiaries of the ambition to theorise and the inheritors of a prejudice towards writing that derives from a journalistic context.
In other words, the making of film studies as an academic discipline was marked by a foundational act of boundary work which resulted in the rejection or subsequent cooption of journalistic film criticism. 3 Broadly intervening in the current reconsideration of film criticism and cinephilia in film studies, this article focuses on
The Monthly Film Bulletin, a magazine devoted to what some regard as the lowliest and most ephemeral form of film criticism: the film review. Studying its publication history, with a particular focus on the 1970s, the decade in which film studies became established in higher education, the article challenges the dismissal of 'journalistically motivated' film criticism in Screen and its legacy. Rather than exemplifying a tradition of anti-intellectualism, Johnstone's charge against the 'established magazines' of British film criticism, the Monthly Film Bulletin's latter history reveals the most intellectually fertile of contact zones between domains of film culture -journalistic and educational, critical and theoretical -otherwise moving apart. The article makes a case for the critical and intellectual value of the Bulletin's journalistic orientation, its address to a broad cinephile readership and, in particular its proximity to and contact with the increasingly diverse distribution and exhibition landscape in 1970s Britain, It takes issue with the notion that the most critically rigorous and reflexive of film publications acquire their distinctive personalities through polemic. 4 Instead I argue that the historical interest of the Bulletin's late period lies in its uniquely hybrid, syncretic identity, a journal of record in which both accurate information and personal evaluation coexisted as values, and in which a polyphony of individual critical voices creatively worked through a routinised reviewing practice and a highly generic discursive format.
Reassessing Film Criticism
Over the last few years there has been a growing interest in engaging film criticism within film studies; not as a primitive, untutored other, evolutionary precursor to the sophistication of analytical film studies, but as a source of writing that materialises domains of film experience and imaginative, expressive response often inadequately dealt with in the modes of discourse and knowledge production sanctioned within the discipline. 5 Criticism, Geoffrey Nowell-Smith argues in an article tracing the rise and fall of its filmic variant, is 'a form of writing applied to works of art that pursue the general through the particular and is not ashamed to be subjective in its choice of particulars and in the generalizations that it hazards on the basis of that choice.' 6 In other words, he continues, criticism is a 'journey without maps and its justification lies in the fact that the terrain it crosses is one that can never be fully known but only observed, experienced and reported on scrupulously and yet with imagination.' 7 That balance of scrupulous presentation and imagination, of intuitions that originate with an individual writer, and evidence that is verifiable and shareable, was to a great extent the legacy of the critical revolutions of the late 1950s and early 1960s, which set serious criticism on a path distinct from off-the-cuff opinionated reviewing. Writing in a spate of fringe publications turned out on a shoestring during that period (Oxford Opinion, Movie, Motion, Definition), a younger generation of aspiring critics attacked establishment writers and their illustrious magazines for their lack of precise attention to visual style, for prioritizing evaluation over careful analysis and for unexamined prejudices towards popular Hollywood genre films. 8 With a similar emphasis, Alex Clayton and Andrew Klevan also invite a reconsideration of the poor esteem in which film criticism has been held in academic film studies. 9 With reference to Stanley Cavell's reflections on the functions of criticism they tease out the sense in which a critical perspective issues from a singular, subjective experience but one that becomes contestable when directed towards others and justified with reference to detailed evidence located in the object of criticism. They write: 'For this reason, and despite the fact that criticism by necessity originates in personal experience, the aspiration towards intersubjective understanding means that it cannot straightforwardly be called subjective.' 10 Later Clayton and Klevan contrast film critical writing with the academic procedures of textual analysis that came to characterise film studies. Scholarly textual analysis performed a discourse of sobriety, adopting a 'formal demeanor' characterised by an impersonal mode of address and a 'severely curtailed choice of vocabulary' providing an aura of analytical observation uncontaminated by subjective impressions. 11 This bracketing out of the individual consciousness in the form of the writer responding to an art work, what Dai Vaughan has called the 'hinge between the world and its representation', 12 created an absence that had to be filled with reference, either explicit or implicit, to a generalised, abstractly conceived subject or 'spectator-in-the-text'.
The aim of the modes of textual analysis widely adopted as bearing the hallmarks of rigor within the discipline was to push past impressionistically registered details, the particularities of style and expression to the underlying structure, system of codes or devices through which meaning is produced. What is striking -as Clayton and Klevan demonstrate with reference to such theoretically dissimilar analytical procedures as the shot-by-shot semiotic analysis of the orchestration of point of view in a single sequence by Raymond Bellour and the formalist narrative analysis of Bordwell and Thompsonis how much of a film's diverse expressive and aesthetic resources slip through the analytical grid and go either unobserved or unmentioned: movements, sensations, mood, posture, gesture, sound, texture, colour are all so much aesthetic collateral to be discarded in a process of analytical refinement. Undoubtedly there were discoveries to be made, and persuasive readings of individual films, through such analytical procedures, but there were costs to academicisation too, as the breadth of approaches to film writing typical of an earlier phase of film criticism narrowed to the repetition of rarefied analytical procedures of interest only to other trained specialists.
These important reassessments of film criticism as a form of writing must be supplemented, however, in order to grasp the agency of a sentient, writing critic within the film cultural context of the authoritative critical institutions which filter and disseminate criticism. Through these institutions, critics furnish or refine the arguments that establish the value of a particular work of art. They exercise judgement about artistic or cultural value and in collaboration with exhibiting and promotional institutions, such as film festivals, perform a discovery function with respect to new film artists and movements. These discoveries, bringing new filmmakers to public visibility, in turn inform the selection activities of distributors. Critics also seek to 6 persuade their readers concerning the possibilities inherent in a newly conceived work. another occurring at moments of crisis and renewal in the BFI. 16 The trajectory over the course of these three phases constituted a shift from a wholly impersonal, westerns, or love stories, or dramas and whether his children are likely to enjoy them. We never attempt to preach and tell him that this film, although boring, is good because of its art and that one, although thoroughly amusing, is bad because it is produced to succeed commercially. 17 'Good of their kind' implies an approach to the exercise of judgement grounded in processes of horizontal categorization, particular films suitable for particular needs and interests, rather than a singular hierarchy of value. The identity the Institute carved out for itself depended significantly on this conception of a common-sense service to the 'average viewer', a brand of evaluation that would not ruffle too many feathers. In 1971 Jan Dawson -who had joined the Bulletin as assistant editor the previous year -was appointed editor and the magazine was substantially revamped. Some changes were relatively minor: alterations in appearance and cover design that suggested a desire to appeal to a wider readership. 20 Others, however, indicated a significant rethink of its reviewing practice. Previously published in quarto size, the magazine was enlarged to A4 and the cover redesigned to incorporate for the first time a black and white still selected from one of the films under review. The postwar MFB had been spatially organized according to two principles: entertainment films were grouped together and distinguished from 'current non-fiction and short films'. Reviews of entertainment films predominated and were divided in turn between longer and shorter 'notices'. Both long and short reviews were composed of three paragraph-length sections: the credits, a synopsis and a critical assessment. Long reviews were followed by the magazine's own rating system of audience suitability (A: for Adults only, B:
adults and adolescents, through to D, meaning 'films for children over 7…which children will enjoy and which contain no frightening or disturbing elements'), and by the author's initials; although no list of contributors was provided regular readers would no doubt have been able to identify the critic. Short notices were written anonymously and received, in addition to a suitability rating, a numerical grading of the film's quality -with three grades: good (of its type), average and poor. This rather complicated yet crude rating and ranking apparatus was modified in the new Bulletin: the audience suitability grading was scrapped, as were the quality grades that had been applied, curiously, only to shorter notices. The Bulletin retained a vestigial rating system, a star awarded to outstanding films, for another couple of years until this too was discontinued. Long and short notices were no longer distinguished under separate headings, neither were entertainment and non-fiction. Instead feature films were simply listed alphabetically and followed by short films similarly arranged. Every review now appeared with a byline identifying the critic, and the inside cover listed the magazine's editors and all contributors. take that term to include both the regional subsidized theatres, the sizeable amateur film society sector and more commercially exposed operators, who also found that audiences could be found for more sexually permissive material imported from the continent. A third factor shaping the distribution and exhibition landscape was the formation of small-scale independent film production, distribution and exhibition collectives committed to politically and/or aesthetically radical cinema. Richard Combs, the magazine's remit to comprehensively review all films in distribution regardless of their quality or genre was fundamental to its ability to project a distinctive identity as a journal of record. As much as this could be perceived as a hindrance, burdening the magazine and its reviewers with recording the existence of a multitude of sexploitation films, it nevertheless had strategic value, enabling coverage of less commercial and less ephemeral areas of distribution. Another sense in which the
Bulletin was an index of a distribution landscape was the fact that many of these reviews also included detailed commentary not only on the film as a text, but also the circulating print in all its material fallability: the various versions of a film in existence, the cuts imposed by the censor, the quality of subtitling, infelicities of dubbing or music added insensitively by a distributor.
Monthly Film Bulletin and The Politics of Film Form
An unusually broad range of film practice was reviewed in by Screen, on critical film writing in Britain, was that there was a prevailing lack of depth and seriousness. Alan Lovell writes for example: 'Criticism is still principally a matter of expressing a personal taste that needs no other justification than that it is to be considered to be a superior taste: an impressionistic account of the critic's immediate response to a film is still the characteristic method…' 26 Johnstone similarly contends:
'All the critic is required to give is an impressionistic account of his immediate responses on viewing a film.' Consequently, she adds: 'If the work cannot be assimilated to the critic's own experience, it is written off as exotic, or if necessary, simply a 'failure'. 27 In one respect the conditions under which the Bulletin was produced were not dissimilar from newspaper reviewing, critics were rarely in a position to watch a film they were reviewing more than once. But the ability to draw from a wide pool of writers and 'cast' critics and films, pairing knowledgeable writers with subjects in which they were interested produced a very different kind of review, one enriched by the deployment of a broad contextual frame of reference. Take Indeed the film is Brechtian throughout: in the chapter headings which baldly announce the point of the sequence to follow, robbing it of narrative suspense in order to crystallise its meaning; in the absurd reenactments of R's life and crimes by the prison officers, interpreting them both for him and the audience, which observe Brecht's dictum (preface to The Mother) that the actor "must make himself observed standing between the spectator and the text"; and above all in the functional beauty of Oshima's superbly geometrical, black and white compositions, which allow the texture and meaning of objects (the uniforms, the priest's cassock, the noose, the knife, the bare walls in their various transformations) to emerge fully. 30 Another example of the advantages of pairing film and critic so as to produce highly personal and knowledgeable writing can be found in Tony Rayns' review of the Japanese erotic genre film Violated Angels (1967). Opening his review with a reflection on the challenges of approaching Japanese cinema out of the context of its original circulation Rayns proceeds to inform his readers of the genre conventions of the 'socalled Eroduction' genre which are 'short, cheaply made features usually shown in triple-bills in Japan -which deal exclusively with the sex-and-violence subjects that strict state censorship still keeps to an evasive minimum in major studio productions.' 31 The substance of Rayns' review, strengthened by insightful biographical information about the filmmaker, the censorship regime in Japan, the film's blighted exhibition history in Japan and the factual event on which the film is based, concerns the complex and highly reflexive dialogue that Resurrected by DVD releases of cinema's recent past and by internet cinephilia, both the reviews and the reviewing practice from which they came are ripe for further historical recovery.
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